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THE METHODS OF THE SAGES IN TEACHING. 



The books of the Old Testament group themselves naturally 

into three classes : the legal books, the prophetic books, and the 

wisdom books. Each class of literature has played 

The Wisdom an essen tia.l part in the history of the Hebrews, and 

Element in the 

Old Testament tne three groups of books must be studied, not only 

each by itself, but also each in relation to the others. 

No good knowledge of the life and thought of the Hebrew people 

can be obtained except by a complete study of the literature which 

is preserved for us in the Old Testament. The wisdom books, 

Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs — and, outside 

of the Hebrew canon, the apocryphal books called the Wisdom 

of Solomon and the Wisdom of Ben-Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) — 

contain the main extant portion of the teachings of the sages, 

although in other books some of this element appears. 

The wisdom of the Hebrew sages was thoroughly Semitic 

both in form and in method. It was not philosophy in the 

modern sense ; nevertheless, it was the philosophy 

The Philosophy £ t jj at t j me anc j p eop i e Busy, earnest, and able 

of the Time 

minds grappled with the problems of life, endeavor- 
ing to ascertain its meaning, and to arrive at a practical world- 
view from which to determine the principles of conduct with 
reference to the greatest individual and social good. In this wis- 
dom element Israel came into closest connection with the world 
at large ; in it also the Old Testament religion closely touched 
Christianity. 

The forms in which the teachings of the wise men of Israel 
were expressed were various. The proverb, the riddle, the 
enigma, the fable, the parable, and other kinds of 
Literary Forms literary expression, all appear. Of the proverbs an 
Hebrew Sabes illustration is not necessary. It would be difficult, 
if not impossible, to point to another collection of 
sayings which contain so much keen, practical wisdom, so well 

326 



EDITORIAL 327 

expressed, as that of the Old Testament book of Proverbs. Many 
of these sayings are, and should continue to be, household 
adages ; the book deserves a larger use than it now receives. 
The riddle is seen in Samson's saying : 

Out of the eater came forth meat, 

And out of the strong came forth sweetness (Judg. 14 : 14). 

And when no one was able to solve the riddle, Samson's wife 
made the answer known. Then he said laconically to the people : 

If ye had not plowed with my heifer, 

Ye had not found out my riddle (Judg. 14 : 18). 

The book of Proverbs contains a number of enigmas, of which a 
familiar one may be quoted, with its solution : 

The horseleach hath two daughters, crying, Give, give. 

There are three things that are never satisfied, 

Yea, four that say not, Enough : 

The grave ; and the barren womb ; 

The earth that is not satisfied with water ; 

And the fire that saith not, Enough (Prov. 30: 15, 16). 

Another enigma and its solution may be read in the same chapter 
of Proverbs, vss. 24-28. 

The fable has been, in almost every time and among almost 
every people, a form of teaching. ^Esop's fables will immediately 

occur to one's mind as an illustration of this fact. 
The Fable and Perhaps the best i nsta nce of the fable in the Old 
the Parable r 

Testament is the one spoken by Jotham from the 

top of Mt. Gerizim to the men of Shechem : 

The trees went forth on a time to anoint a king over them ; and they 
said unto the olive tree, Reign thou over us. But the olive tree said unto 
them, Should I leave my fatness, wherewith by me they honor God and man, 
and go to wave to and fro over the trees ? . . . . [The fig tree and the vine 
refused a like request.] .... Then said all the trees unto the bramble, 
Come thou, and reign over us. And the bramble said unto the trees, If in 
truth ye anoint me king over you, then come and put your trust in my shadow ; 
and if not, let fire come out of the bramble, and devour the cedars of 
Lebanon (Judg. 9:8-15). 

The lesson of the fable, in its application to the political situation 
with which Jotham was dealing, is made in the verses which 
immediately follow. 
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The parables of Jesus are known by heart to the great 
majority of people, and it is true that he perfected this mode of 
teaching and used it preeminently. Yet one of the most beautiful 
and effective of all parables, those of the gospels not excepted, 
is that with which the prophet Nathan reproved King David for 
his wrong action in taking Bathsheba from Uriah, to make her 
his queen : 

There were two men in one city ; the one rich and the other poor. The 
rich man had exceeding many flocks and herds : but the poor man had nothing, 
save one little ewe lamb, which he had bought and nourished up : and it grew 
up together with him, and with his children ; it did eat of his own morsel, 
and drank of his own cup, and lay in his bosom, and was unto him as a 
daughter. And there came a traveler unto the rich man, and he spared to 
take of his own flock and of his own herd, to dress for the wayfaring man that 
was come unto him, but took the poor man's lamb, and dressed it for the 
man that was come to him (2 Sam. 12 : 1-4). 

And when David was indignant at the unjust, heartless act 
described by the prophet, pronouncing the man who would do 
such a deed worthy of death, Nathan said to him: "Thou art 
the man." 

But the teaching of the wise men of Israel does not come to 

us in these briefer forms alone. It is given as well in dramatic 

verse, as in the Song of Songs ; in the form of poetic 

TheSonoof debate, as in the book of Job; and in the auto- 

S0N9S,J0B,AND , . ,.,,,, ■ x- 1 • , T-. 

Ecclesiastes biographical sketch, as in kcclesiastes. It was a 
sage who gave the world the picture of the Shulamite, 
a soul as noble and engaged in a struggle as momentous, with 
foe as persuasive, as ever poet sacred or profane has celebrated 
in song. It was a sage who pictured the experiences of the 
nation, personifying them as experiences of an individual ; the 
Job of great antiquity, a mighty spirit, wrestling amid darkness 
and uncertainty with that most terrible of problems, the mys- 
tery of suffering : a struggle in which the contestant at last sees 
God in the clear light, and, abhorring himself, rests content. It 
was a sage who gave us the picture of Koheleth, in whom is seen 
the conflict of the human soul with its alternations of light and 
darkness; bereavement and skepticism made vivid and personal, 
but issuing in the grand conclusion, " Fear God." 
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One cannot say surely whether the wise men of Israel in 

pre-exilic times formed a distinct order, as did the priests and 

prophets ; it seems to be a fair interpretation of 

The Prominence \ &x 18 : 18 that this was the case. After the exile 
and Scope of , , • , , n 

Wisdom there can be no question that the sages were a well- 

recognized body of teachers. Nor was it in Israel 
alone that "wisdom" was found, for in the account of Solomon 
we read : 

And Solomon's wisdom excelled the wisdom of all the children of the 
East, and all the wisdom of Egypt. For he was wiser than all men ; than 
Ethan the Ezrahite, and Heman, and Calcol, and Darda, the sons of Mahol : 
and his fame was in all the nations round about (i Kings 4 -.30, 31). 

Also Jeremiah (49:7) and Obadiah (vs. 8) tell of the existence 
of this same wisdom in Teman, a city of Edom ; for in Edom, 
just as in Israel, there were those who professed to be sages. 
Something as to the scope of Solomon's wisdom is indicated in 
the Kings narrative : 

And he spake three thousand proverbs : and his songs were a thousand 
and five. And he spake of trees, from the cedar that is in Lebanon even 
unto the hyssop that springeth out of the wall : he spake also of beasts, and 
of fowl, and of creeping things, and of fishes. And there came of all peoples 
to hear the wisdom of Solomon, from all kings of the earth, which had heard 
of his wisdom (1 Kings 4 : 32-34). 

Isaiah tells us that wisdom included husbandry. The author 
of the apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon says that nothing is too 
high or too low for wisdom fitly to order. And from the book 
of Proverbs we learn that under the head of wisdom belong law 
and government. 

If in systematic form we would describe the scope of wis- 
dom, its material will fall into three divisions: (1) Wisdom 

includes the laws and principles in accordance with 
Thrff Ohiff 
Them <s ' which the universe was created, the world-plan, 

cosmogony. The best illustration of this fact 

appears in Prov. 8 : 23-31. It is probable also that the first 

chapter of Genesis is not prophecy, nor from the pen of the 

priest, but constitutes one of the finest examples of Old Testament 

wisdom. (2) Wisdom furnishes precepts of almost countless- 
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number concerning duty in every relation of life. Of such pre- 
cepts the book of Proverbs is mainly composed. Here are set 
forth the laws of life which men must observe if they would be 
good, happy, and successful. (3) Wisdom deals with the 
special problems of life which relate to suffering, love, and intel- 
lectual skepticism. These are the great themes of Job, the Song 
of Songs, and Ecclesiastes. 

Wisdom asks what are the laws of the universe, in order that 
man, knowing these laws, may bring himself into harmony with 
them. Wisdom asks what are the laws of life, in order that by 
a comprehension of them man may know how to live. Wisdom 
asks what are the great problems of life, in order that, having 
understood them, one may know how to act more intelligently. 
The scope of wisdom is therefore world-laws, life-laws, and life- 
problems. 

And the answer given by the sages to all the questions with 

which they dealt is comprehensively stated in terms of religion. 

They define wisdom thus : "The fear of the Lord is 

The Scripture tne beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the 
Definition of .. , ° . ° , ,, ._ . , „ 

Wisdom Holy One is understanding (Prov. 9 : 10) ; "Fear 

God, and keep his commandments; for this is the 
whole duty of man" (Eccl. 12:13). This interweaving of 
ethics with religion is the true union of the sage with the 
prophet, and prepared the way for Christ, who perfectly com- 
bined both ethics and religion in a teaching whose truth and 
power become more manifest with every passing year. 



